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From acupuncture to naturopathy to ayurveda, various forms of complementary and 
alternative medicine (CAM) have continued to persist alongside conventional medicine for 
centuries. Many of these present as “gentler” or more natural means of healing. Some utilize CAM 
to supplement mainstream methods while others employ CAM as a rejection of modern medicine. 
One of the modalities of CAM with the greatest longevity in Western culture is homeopathy. 
Developed in Germany in the late 1700s, homeopathy centers around the ideas that the body can 
heal itself and that a substance that causes a certain symptom in a healthy person can cure that 
same symptom in an afflicted person. As with conventional medicine, homeopathic physicians 
were exclusively men. However, many women were attracted to, engaged in, and advocated for 
homeopathy. Through alternatives to modern medicine, women achieved greater participation in 
their own healing as well as in science and academia, all areas from which women were 
traditionally restricted. As will be argued in this thesis, women, particularly women writers, 
utilized homeopathy to negotiate greater agency during the early 19th century.  
Homeopathy’s establishment and rise in popularity during the 1790s to 1840s preceded 
several critical changes in how medicine and the body were understood. Humourism, or the belief 
that physical health hinged on the balance of the four bodily humors, continued to persist since the 
time of Ancient Greece. Key events that discredited humourism such as Jon Snow’s identification 
of contaminated water as the cause of cholera, Pasteur’s conceptualization of germ theory, and 
Lister’s promotion of antiseptic techniques did not occur until later in the 19th century.1 Before 
 
1 Jan Marsh, “Health and Medicine in the 19th Century,” Victoria and Albert Museum, Victoria and Albert Museum, 
2016, http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/h/health-and-medicine-in-the-19th-century/.  
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these developments, orthodox doctors of the era notoriously practiced “heroic therapy,” which 
rested on the idea that severe illnesses could only be treated by harsh therapies. Many of its 
practices such as inducing emetic purgation and bloodletting using leeches were focuses on 
rebalancing the humors. Another central component of heroic therapy was heavy doses of strong 
drugs, such as emetics and opioids. While their addictive nature was not yet understood, opioids 
were criticized for only minimizing pain and not treating illness itself.2 Opioids also caused 
concern because of their withdrawal effects.3 These drugs and aggressive practices catalyzed the 
development of alternatives like homeopathy.  
 While women long served as midwives and general “healers,” often labeled “witches,” the 
study of medicine and the prestige that accompanied it was restricted to men. Only the poor sought 
the help of these “healers” or “witches,” while the wealthy obtained aid from exclusively male, 
licensed physicians. Furthermore, the Church opposed medical care given by these women, 
especially the herbal remedies that had been passed through generations, as they “represented a 
threat to the religious messages they preached” and posed competition for the formal licenses the 
church administered to university-trained physicians.4 The exclusion of women from the medical 
field enabled a power-based dichotomy to emerge between the male physicians and female 
patients. Many scholars argue this dynamic resembled a victimizer-victim relationship.5 One of 
the staunchest advocates for this position, Ann Douglas Wood, claims in her article “The 
Fashionable Diseases” that male physicians’ treatment of women purposely reinforced childlike 
 
2 Alice Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy Out of the Spirit of Romanticism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2017) 32.  
3 Kuzniar, 29.  
4 Laura Jefferson, Karen Bloor, and Alan Maynard. “Women in medicine: historical perspectives and recent trends,” 
British Medical Bulletin 114, no.1 (2015): 5-15. https://doi.org/10.1093/bmb/ldv007  
5 Ana Paula Vosne Martins, “Women, male doctors, and female historians: a historiographic essay on the history of 
women, medicine, and gender,” Hist Cienc Saude Manguinhos 27, no 1 (2020): 241-264, accessed September 16, 
2020. https://doi.org/10.1590/s0104-59702020000100014.  
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dependency6, a claim which is corroborated by Morantz and Zschoche in their chapter from 
Professional and White-Collar Employment.7 A popular prescription for women almost 
exclusively was the “rest cure.” Physicians ordered women to be confined to bed for months on 
end while overfed to near obesity and forbidden to read or engage in any intellectual stimulation. 
According to Wood, the inventor of this “cure,” S. Weir Mitchell, desired to be “adored” and 
“worshipped” by his female patients. To him, this “worshipping attitude” was integral to a 
successful cure. Therefore, women could not be physicians because they were unable to “obtain 
the needed control over those of their own sex.”8  Furthermore, female ailments were typically 
considered consequences of malfunctioning of the female sex organs. By extension, illness was 
viewed as a consequence of the failure of femininity. Therefore, both in the conceptualization and 
practice of medicine there existed a sharp delineation between the active male and the passive 
female.  
At the turn of the nineteenth century, German physician Samuel Hahnemann (1755-1843) 
published a series of notable works on an alternative medicine philosophy he called homeopathy. 
The three central tenets of homeopathy directly opposed the prominent medical practices at the 
time, especially the excessive usage of strong drugs. The first, the Law of the Similar, states that 
“We should imitate nature and employ in the disease we wish to cure that medicine that is able to 
 
6 Ann Douglas Wood. "The Fashionable Diseases": Women's Complaints and Their Treatment in Nineteenth-
Century America." The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 4, no. 1 (1973): 25-52, accessed September 16, 2020, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/202356.  
7 Regina Markell Morantz and Sue Zschoche, “Professionalism, Feminism, and Gender Roles: A Comparative Study 
of Nineteenth-Century Medical Therapeutics,” The Journal of American History 67, no. 3 (1980): 568-588, accessed 
September 16, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1889868.  
8 S. Weir Mitchell, Fat and Blood, 39, quoted in Wood, Ann Douglas. ""The Fashionable Diseases": Women's 
Complaints and Their Treatment in Nineteenth-Century America." The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 4, no. 1 
(1973): 25-52. Accessed October 14, 2020. https://www.jstor.org/stable/202356.    
7 
 
produce another very similar artificial disease and the former will be cured.”9 The Law of the 
Single Remedy simply claims that one could not mix remedies.10 Lastly, the Law of the Minimum 
Dose asserts that the more an original substance is diluted, the more powerful it becomes.11 In 
summary, Hahnemann believed that illness could be cured by administering drugs in extremely, 
almost absurdly, small doses that cause symptoms resembling those of the targeted disease.  
The subtlety of homeopathy offered an attractive alternative to the extreme antagonism of 
heroic medicine and cruel submission of the rest cure. Hahnemann also did not conceptualize his 
patients’ illnesses as iterations of a disease such as cholera or tuberculosis.12 He viewed each 
person’s illness as completely unique to them alone. In The Birth of Homeopathy out of the Spirit 
of Romanticism, Alice Kuzniar theorizes how homeopathy’s focus on the individual 
complemented the ideologies of the German Romantic period and paved the way for homeopathy 
to flourish. One key characteristic of Hahnemann’s homeopathy is its reliance on patient 
testimony. Unlike other physicians, Hahnemann almost never physically examined his patients but 
constructed their treatment around their own reporting of their symptoms.13 This self-reporting 
allowed patients of homeopathy a significantly more active role in their treatment than in 
mainstream, or allopathic, modalities. Active patient participation was not only encouraged but 
also indispensable for the physician’s role. Some homeopathic patients went a step further and 
began recommending remedies to family and friends. While the stark gender dynamic typical of 
conventional medicine was less apparent in homeopathy, male dominance was nevertheless 
 
9 Samuel Hahnemann, Gesammelte kleine Schriften, quoted in Alice Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy Out of the 
Spirit of Romanticism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017), 32.  
10 Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy, 12-13. 
11 Ibid., 13.  
12 Ibid., 51.  
13 Ibid., 39. 
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maintained by homeopathic physicians who were exclusively men. In summary, homeopathy was 
unique for its emphasis on the individual patient and their agency.  
Two of the most well-known female writers of the German Romantic period were 
homeopathy patients. Bettina von Arnim (1785-1859) was one of Hahnemann’s patients, and 
Annette von Droste-Hülshoff was treated by Hahnemann’s student Clemens Maria Franz von 
Bönninghausen. Both women advocated for homeopathy within their well-connected networks of 
other writers and intellectuals of the era. Von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff were known not 
only for their published works, but also for their stylized letters that have been cherished for 
centuries. Furthermore, each woman represented the ideas of the Romantic era both in their work 
and personality. Von Arnim embodied unique individualism with her eccentric reputation while 
von Droste-Hülshoff captured the image of the sensitive, observant Romantic. In light of Kuzniar’s 
argument, these Romantic writers’ mutual engagement in homeopathy hardly seems to be a 
coincidence. Kuzniar examines the relationship between homeopathy and the German Romantic 
era that nurtured it at length, but I want to expand this investigation to how homeopathy 
specifically influenced Romanticism’s women writers. 
Scholars have said little regarding von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff’s involvement with 
homeopathy aside from providing historical evidence of their connection to it. Kuzniar includes 
von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff as examples of notable Romantic era figures that used 
homeopathy. She also referenced von Arnim’s praise of homeopathy for “gently healing through 
nature” as a contrast to other individuals’ negative experiences with contemporary medicine.14 
Historian Martin Dinges references von Arnim’s active involvement both as a patient and a 
 
14 Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy, 4. 
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prescriber of homeopathic remedies in Patients in the History of Homeopathy. He discusses von 
Arnim both to show how homeopathy’s popularity spread via word of mouth and to demonstrate 
the “fluid transitions between self-medication, lay recommendations and lay practice” some 
homeopathy patients experienced.15 Dinges and other sources such as the Sue Young Histories 
database of notable homeopathic patients cites letters that reveal these authors’ relationship to 
homeopathy, but none explore its meaning.  
My intention in this thesis is to triangulate the relationships among gender, medicine, and 
writing as they relate to agency through a close examination of the letters and literature of von 
Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff. I expand on Kuzniar and Dinges’ presentation of homeopathy’s 
cultural context to clarify how these women writers utilized homeopathy to claim agency and how 
their experiences with homeopathy and female agency manifested in their writing. The first chapter 
focuses on von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff’s letters to demonstrate their engagement with 
homeopathy and how they used it. The second chapter analyzes one of each author’s lesser-known 
prose works that incorporate themes of healing through nature, societal demands for women, and 
female autonomy. I argue that these women were deeply invested in the conditions for female 
agency and utilized their identity as writers and interactions with homeopathy to shape their 





15 Martin Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy (Sheffield: European Association for the History of 
Medicine and Health, 2002) 4. 
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Chapter One: Epistolary Writing and Homeopathy 
 
Introduction 
Letters are an especially powerful tool for analyzing how early nineteenth-century women, 
particularly writers, were affected by the rise of homeopathy. Because homeopathy relied so 
heavily on patient self-reporting and communication with their physician, letters played a key role 
in practicing this form of medicine. Furthermore, letter writing came to be associated 
predominantly with women because it was a “feminine duty to keep up social bonds through 
correspondence with family and an extended network of friends and patrons,” essentially part of 
“keeping a house.”16 Both homeopathy and the culture of epistolary writing served as outlets for 
women to occupy spaces that had been monopolized by men. Studying the letters of Bettina von 
Arnim and Annette von Droste-Hülshoff can show how homeopathy, despite its limitations, 
nevertheless afforded women writers a unique opportunity to negotiate greater agency in the male-
dominated world of medicine by gaining greater access to knowledge and claiming authority 
through the performance of the new identities of credible female healers. It is necessary first to 
understand these woman writers by exploring letter-writing culture of the nineteenth century and 
highlighting their special qualities. Within this context, the woman writer’s unique inclination 
towards homeopathy can be explored, followed by a discussion of how the female writer and 
homeopathic patient claimed writerly agency in the German Romantic Era. 
 
 




The Woman as a Writer 
It is necessary to first understand who the woman writers of the German Romantic period 
were. First, the best-known women writers of the era, including Bettina von Arnim and Annette 
von Droste-Hülshoff were members of multi-generational families of writers and scholars. 
According to Gesa Dane, “without this pre-history it is doubtful whether these writers, with their 
characteristically intensive participation in the literary life of the day, would ever have made their 
appearance on the public stage.”17 Of course, being born into a such a family meant that women 
writers were often wealthy and educated. However, the woman writer did not receive the same 
kind of formal education or belong to the literary groups that men did. Unlike the male Romantic 
writers, female writers were exposed neither to the literary formulas taught at higher institutions 
nor to each other. Women were educated by tutors and received their artistic inspiration from 
family members who had written before them. Although lacking formal education, women writers 
were highly skilled and learned, and they expressed this knowledge in their work yet by mitigating 
it through the Bescheidenheitstopos or “modesty topos” of the day.18 The Romantic writer was 
highly introspective, as Margarete Susman describes, and they required as “a particular form of 
self-understanding, of creatively intensified self-consciousness”19. Lastly, the Romantic woman 
writer was keenly observant and highly creative.  
Examination of the letter-writing culture (“Briefkultur”) that developed through the late 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries provides indispensable insight into the lives and thoughts of 
 
17 Gesa Dane, “Women Writers and Romanticism,” in The Cambridge Companion to German Romanticism, ed. 
Nicholas Saul. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 133.  
18 Ibid, 137.  
19 Margarete Susmann, Frauen der Romantik, quoted in Dane, Gesa. “Women writers and Romanticism,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to German Romanticism, ed. Nicholas Saul. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 138.  
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women. It is important to note, however, that only the relatively wealthy and educated could 
participate in this practice. Sending mail was quite expensive during this time. Furthermore, only 
women who had the privilege of leisure time were able to access and participate in Briefkultur. 
This further excluded the increasing number of women who worked as the era became more 
industrialized.20 Both von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff fulfilled these criteria and were prolific 
letter-writers. As with other writers of the time, their letters illuminate their family dynamics and 
personal feelings while showcasing their unique form of self-expression. Their letters are also 
immensely valuable for understanding women’s lives more generally, even though they only 
provide insight into aspects of educated, upper-class women.  
 In this respect, women letter writers struck a fine balance between genuine self-expression 
and aestheticization. Letters were a unique form of literature because they were not confined to 
the same conventions of other forms of writing.21 In her article “The Ladylike Language of 
Letters,” Chi Luu notes that women’s letter-writing was considered a “ladylike, harmless hobby 
that tended not to involve women in the true literary business of men.”22 Because letters were 
considered frivolous or trivial, they allowed women greater literary freedom, especially in terms 
of proper grammatical or epistolary structures. While letters permitted greater structural freedom, 
they did not necessarily enable greater candor, as letters were frequently circulated within families. 
Jane Welsh Carlyle, now famous for her letters, instructed her cousin to “Please burn this letter. I 
mean don’t hand it to the rest—there is a circulation of letters in families that frightens me from 
 
20 Barbara Becker-Cantarino, “Leben als Text –Briefe als Ausdrucks- und Verständigungsmittel in der Briefkultur 
und Literatur des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Frauen Literatur Geschichte, ed. Hiltrud Gnüg and Renate Möhrmann 
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 1999), 129. 
21 Ibid. 




writing often—it is so difficult to write a circular to one.”23 This is one possible reason for the 
heavily aestheticized nature of many letters. Furthermore, although letters permitted, in Becker-
Cantarino’s words, “das Ausströmen von unmittelbaren, eigenen Gedanken und Gefühlen,” 
restrictions remained in place.24 It was considered gauche to include “any unpleasantness, any 
angry or self-indulgent thoughts or indeed any emotions at all.”25 Furthermore, during the 
eighteenth century, women were not to discuss scholarship, the economy, or politics.26 Essentially, 
the letter was less restrictive in form but reflected the limits on a “proper” woman’s education. 
Despite these restrictions and lack of recognition, women were afforded a modicum of 
opportunities for greater freedom through writing. Because women did not receive the 
standardized literary education men did nor were they as influenced by each other, a woman’s 
writing style was entirely her own. Women were not taught the “proper” forms of poetry or prose, 
and letters were less restrictive in style, so they were freer to experiment. Under the guise of the 
Bescheidenheitstopos, women could more freely express their ideas and knowledge while 
maintaining an air of propriety. Writing was also a vehicle for intense self-reflection and self-
expression, which allowed women the opportunity to strengthen a relationship with themselves 
instead of their constant focus on their husbands or children.  
Perhaps most importantly, writing allowed women to construct new identities. Philosopher 
Judith Butler has theorized, for example, that the speech acts we perform and participate in 
 
23 Chi Luu, “The Ladylike Language of Letters,” JSTOR Daily, ITHAKA, January 10, 2019, 
https://daily.jstor.org/the-ladylike-language-of-letters/.  
24 Barbara Becker-Cantarino. “Leben als Text –Briefe als Ausdrucks- und Verständigungsmittel in der Briefkultur 
und Literatur des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Frauen Literatur Geschichte, edited by Hiltrud Gnüg and Renate Möhrmann 
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 1999) 129.  
25 Chi Luu, “The Ladylike Language of Letters,” JSTOR Daily, ITHAKA, January 10, 2019, 
https://daily.jstor.org/the-ladylike-language-of-letters/ 
26 Barbara Becker-Cantarino. “Leben als Text –Briefe als Ausdrucks- und Verständigungsmittel in der Briefkultur 
und Literatur des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Frauen Literatur Geschichte, edited by Hiltrud Gnüg and Renate Möhrmann, 
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 1999) 133.  
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constitute our reality. According to her, social reality is an “illusion ‘through language, gesture, 
and all manner of symbolic social signs.’”27 Butler applies this “theory of performativity” primarily 
to gender and argues that gendered behaviors are not natural, but rather a demonstration of learned 
performance. Her interpretation suggests an attitude of confinement regarding gender, because we 
do not have agency to control our gender expression or identity due to the reality society has 
created through language. Especially in the case of women letter writers of German Romanticism 
I propose that this idea of performativity can be harnessed through language to establish a new 
identity. If reality is constructed through language, then one can utilize language to create the 
reality they desire, albeit under the reigning strictures of society.  
 
The Writer as a Patient 
Like Briefkultur, homeopathy, compared to the drastic medical practices based on heroic 
therapy or the rest cure still dominant in the 19th century, created a freer space for women while 
still establishing clear boundaries. As previously stated, homeopathy not only allowed for but 
demanded significant and deliberate participation on the part of its patients. One major component 
of this participation was that patients had to educate themselves on and commit themselves fully 
to homeopathy. Martin Dinges explains several aspects of Hahnemann’s homeopathy in his 
Patients in the History of Homeopathy. According to Dinges, “Hahnemann also required his 
patients to be convinced of the effectiveness of homeopathy. He expected all his patients, or at 
 
27 Judith Butler. "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory” 
quoted in Dino Felluga, “Modules on Butler: On Performativity,” Introductory Guide to Critical Theory, Purdue 




least the chronic ones undergoing extended treatment, to have read his chief work, the Organon.”28 
This text includes not only the central tenets of homeopathy, but also a harsh critique of the 
allopathic medicine of that time. Hahnemann’s urging that his patients read his Organon der 
rationellen Heilkunde (1810) limited homeopathy’s accessibility to the well-educated, therefore 
the wealthy. This exclusivity earned homeopathy a reputation as “an elite leisure activity.”29 
However, for the literate, homeopathy bequeathed a new kind of knowledge on its patients and 
brought them closer to a more elevated world of medicine. The ability of a non-professional to 
access this sort of professional knowledge further emphasized the divide between homeopathy and 
allopathy. Furthermore, access to sophisticated knowledge of this type was often restricted to men. 
Prolific writers, like von Droste-Hülshoff and von Arnim, were among those welcomed into this 
exclusive sphere and granted access into an academic space typically dominated by men.  
For example, Bettina von Arnim appears to be first exposed to homeopathy through 
correspondence with her husband. In a 1824 letter, Achim von Arnim describes the public opinion 
in Leipzig regarding Samuel Hahnemann. He writes to Bettina:  
Merkwürdig ist, daß in Leipzig ähnliches Lob und gleiche Verfolgung gegen Hahnemann 
und seine Schüler, wie in Berlin gegen den Schäfer Grabe obwaltet. Adam Müller glaubt 
sich, seine Frau, seine Kinder, den Herzog von Köthen usw. durch ihn gerettet. Sein 
Hauptmittel ist der frische, ausgepreßte Kamillensaft mit vielem Wasser verdünnt, wo bei 
man sich aber aller Reizmittel wie Kaffee enthalten muß. Müller rief freudig aus, daß mit 
wenigen Kamillen so viele Menschen geheilt werden könnten, daß nun die Apotheker viel 
zu viele wären. Und auch der Kamillen viel zu viele in der Welt, fügte ich hinzu. Übrigens 
scheint mir seine Diät sehr bedeutend, er verbannt, um seine Mittel wirksam zu machen, 
alle störenden Einwirkungen auf lange Zeit, so daß die Müller versicherte, ihr sei diese 
Kurmethode zwar sehr nützlich gewesen aber auch höchst angreifend. Seine ganze 
Apotheke kostet etwa fünf Gulden.30 
 
 
28 Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy, 4.  
29 Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy, 101. 
30 Achim von Arnim and Bettina Brentano, Achim und Bettina in ihren Briefen: Briefwechsel Achim von Arnim und 
Bettina Brentano, ed. Werner Vordtriede (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1961), 456.  
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While this excerpt does not appear to directly address any intellectual topics, the mention of 
scholars like Hahnemann and Adam Müller indicate that this discourse may be unusual for a 
husband and wife, especially given that many academic topics were prohibited for women. 
However, such discussion does not seem particularly unusual relative to the typical content of this 
couple’s correspondence. Achim respects Bettina’s intelligence, as the two frequently discuss 
politically-oriented issues and micro-economics such as market prices of goods. Achim addresses 
not only the existence of homeopathy but also its controversial status as it receives both “praise” 
and “persecution.”31 He, perhaps unknowingly, invites her into a very relevant scholarly debate, 
which Bettina would certainly appreciate, as she frequently pursued debates and the exchange of 
ideas. In response to Achim’s 1824 letter, she shares that she, too, was enjoying the benefits of 
chamomile as it assuaged her stomach cramps.32 Hahnemann describes chamomile 
(“Chamomilla”), for nearly twenty pages in Materia Medica pura and lists dozens of ailments it 
could treat including abdominal pain, toothaches, fever, and “moral symptoms” such as anxiety.33 
Chamomile’s ability to treat nearly any ailment very likely contributed to its popularity. After this 
encounter, Bettina receives a more formal education on homeopathy a few years later. She relays 
to her husband in 1829 that she had read Hahnemann’s Organon der rationellen Heilkunde (which 
she calls “Organon der Homöopathie”) “mit ungemein vielem Interesse”.34 She includes the note 
“was für Dich gekommen” regarding the book, implying that it belonged to her husband, but she 
 
31 Achim von Arnim and Bettina Brentano, Achim und Bettina in ihren Briefen: Briefwechsel Achim von Arnim und 
Bettina Brentano, ed. Werner Vordtriede (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1961), 456. 
32 Ibid., 457-458.  
33 Samuel Hahnemann, Materia medica pura, Volume 2, trans. Charles J. Hempel (New York: William Radde, 1846) 
2-20.  
34 Achim von Arnim and Bettina Brentano, Achim und Bettina in ihren Briefen: Briefwechsel Achim von Arnim und 
Bettina Brentano, ed. Werner Vordtriede (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1961), 802.  
17 
 
had taken an interest in reading it. Here Bettina is physically intruding into a male-dominated space 
by engaging in her husband’s reading material.  
One of the most frequent topics in both Bettina von Arnim and Annette von Droste-
Hülshoff’s letters is illness. Both women are frequently afflicted by an ailment of some sort and 
are eager to describe them. Letters to von Droste-Hülshoff’s family members and friends include 
lengthy descriptions of their sicknesses and symptoms. Unlike politics or economics, health and 
sickness are topics well-within the women’s sphere. Homeopathy, which drew heavily on natural 
cures, was more accessible to women than other academic topics, as women were responsible for 
caring for gardens, the source of homeopathic reagents, and their family’s wellness. Homeopathy 
teetered thus between the women’s sphere and of domestic work and the male world of academia.   
The second major component of patient participation in homeopathy was the introspection 
and self-awareness that patients were required to develop. As previously stated, one of the major 
tenets of homeopathy is the belief that illness is unique to the individual. One’s illness was product 
of both their physical characteristics and mental state. “Hahnemann stipulates that a person’s frame 
of mind, in other words, what most idiosyncratically belongs to him or her, can help determine the 
choice of remedy.”35A physician could not directly “examine” a patient’s psyche, so he must rely 
on the patient’s testimony and their accurate understanding of their psychological state. The 
homeopathic process began with the patient providing a free account of his or her symptoms, often 
with the contribution of friends and family, while the physician carefully listened.36 According to 
Dinges, patients of the era were not used to having detailed conversations with their doctor, and 
the patient-physician relationship developed through homeopathy was much more in-depth than 
 
35 Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy, 53. 
36 Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy, 5. 
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those of allopathy.37 In a letter to her homeopathic physician, Clemens Maria von Bönninghausen, 
von Droste-Hülshoff addresses him as “Lieber Vetter.”38 This phrase directly translates to “dear 
cousin,” however, this phrase denotes a degree of equality, or at the very least, a close, familial-
like relationship. Because the patient’s role in homeopathy is so important, they are elevated closer 
to the level of the physician. More importantly, Dinges and Kuzniar both call attention to the 
greater influence this dynamic allows patients in their own treatment. Patients could choose which 
symptoms and feelings to disclose, which afforded them greater privacy and autonomy than any 
examination could. Dinges notes the significance of this interaction because patients have the 
ability to communicate their own point-of-view and interests through their own language. He adds 
“for articulate patients at least it must have been a very attractive proposition.”39 As prolific writers, 
Von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff certainly fit into this category of individuals who would be 
especially drawn to homeopathy.   
Von Droste-Hülshoff’s letters to Clemens Maria von Bönninghausen are exemplary for 
exhibiting this intense awareness of one’s internal state, or what Kuzniar calls “a focus on 
communicated self-attentiveness”40. Entitled “Krankheitstagebuch I und II”, these letters report a 
litany of symptoms, about 15-20 in each of the two letters. One of the most eye-catching of these 
symptoms is in the first letter, where von Droste-Hülshoff describes an “innerliches Zittern, wie 
wenn alle Eingeweide und auch etwas in der Brust, beständig rüttelte, mit gewaltigem Froste.”41 
She employs her characteristically quirky, poetic way of describing a symptom in a way that does 
 
37 Ibid., 5. 
38 Annette von Droste-Hülshoff, Historisch-kritische Ausgabe: Werke, Briefwechsel (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1978-
1985) 103.  
39 Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy 6. 
40 Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy, 76. 
41 Annette von Droste-Hülshoff, “Krankheitstagebuch I,” Nach 100 Jahren, Monika Gemmer, Accessed September 
4, 2020, https://www.nach100jahren.de/ein-krankheitstagebuch/.  
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not make it sound medical at all. This description sounds more like a line from a poem. Her 
metaphor of a “tremendous frost” personalizes the sensation in a way that only she could.  The 
unique style of von Droste-Hülshoff’s letter to Bönninghausen thus illustrates the enhanced power 
and influence homeopathic patients acquired. A physician would likely describe this symptom in 
objective, anatomical terms, but homeopathy’s reliance on patient’s testimony allowed for von 
Droste-Hülshoff’s very personal interpretation of her condition to be considered and treated. 
Kuzniar writes that Hahnemann “inspires [his patients] to regain control of their sickness via the 
narration of the self – its history, feeling, moods, and pains. He urges self-construction and self-
awareness via language, above all at the moment when pain otherwise disables the subject’s 
sovereignty.”42  
This idea is well-represented in von Droste- Hülshoff’s “Kranheitstagebuch” letters. Not 
only does she communicate and influence the narrative of her treatment, but she also uses her talent 
as a writer to better understand her condition. Additionally, she is acutely attuned not only to her 
physical but also her mental condition. The final two symptoms listed in “Krankheitstagebuch I” 
are “Große Schwermut, mit Furcht vor einer Gemütskrankheit, Todesgedanken, Verzweiflung an 
der Genesung, und den Kopf voll Sterbescenen.”43 Even the title of the letters, 
“Kranheitstagebuch” compares her testimony to a diary entry, perhaps the most introspective 
forms of literature. She frames them as a tool of careful self-reflection rather than a haphazard 
listing of symptoms. The symptoms that are not described poetically such as – “zuweilen 
Aufschwulken der genossenen Speisen, bald sauer, bald süßlich, bald geschmacklos,” “öftere Röte 
und Hitze einer Wange, gewöhnlich der Rechten,” and “Kopfweh, vorzüglich im Hinterkopf, 
 
42 Kuzniar, The Birth of Homeopathy, 72. 
43 Annette von Droste-Hülshoff, “Krankheitstagebuch I,” Nach 100 Jahren, Monika Gemmer, Accessed September 
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morgens gelind, nachmittags stärker, abends oft sehr heftig”— still demonstrate a high level of 
self-awareness.44 She is aware not only of the symptoms themselves but also their variations, 
temporality, and specific location, qualities that modern physicians typically prompt their patients 
to consider. Although it was not unusual for von Droste-Hülshoff to extensively describe her 
illness, it was unusual for a patient to have the opportunity to express it in such a manner. Engaging 
in homeopathy offered her the ability to engage in medical discourse without compromising their 
authentic selves. Instead, women writers like von Droste-Hülshoff were able to utilize their talents 
and experiences to effectively influence their treatment.  
Despite the unique privileges afforded by homeopathy, this alternative to conventional 
medicine instilled many of the same restrictions, as well as ones unique to this new emergent 
alternative. Most obvious is the continued exclusion of women from practicing. Although 
homeopathy pushed against mainstream medicine, its practitioners were still formally educated 
physicians, therefore, exclusively men. Furthermore, Hahnemann set a precedent for his successors 
by establishing himself as an unquestionable authority over his patients. Although he encouraged 
his patients to educate themselves about his ideas, he was unwilling to concede the dignity he felt 
was attached to being a physician.45 Despite the knowledge his patients acquired, Hahnemann still 
believed they “should play a clearly subordinate role vis-à-vis the doctor”.46 Once again, a power 
dynamic is established. It is based on professional status, but because women could not be 
physicians, women are rendered subordinate. Furthermore, the agency of homeopathic patients is 
limited as knowledge can be accessed but never challenged.  
 
44 Ibid.  
45 Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy, 2-3. 
46 Ibid, 4.  
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Perhaps the most confining attribute of homeopathy was its parallels to religion. Like 
followers of a faith, patients of homeopathy were expected to commit fully to Hahnemann’s 
teachings. Dinges identifies three types of homeopathic patients, defined by their introduction to 
homeopathy. The first is the “random patient” who stumbles across homeopathy by chance when 
searching for physicians. The second is the “habitual patient” who first pursues homeopathy for 
their children, then adopts it for themselves. Dinges identifies the last category as the “convert.” 
These patients often become the most passionate supporters of homeopathy in response to a 
personal healing event, typically after a long illness.47 Dinges’ use of the term “convert” to describe 
these patients is evocative of faith or religiousness. In Patients in the History of Homeopathy, he 
states “the history of homeopathy is full of such examples, where people healed in dire 
emergencies or, after a long illness, become zealous champions of this form of therapy. These 
patients were distinguished above all by their firm conviction that with homeopathy they found 
the supreme route out of illness.”48 By describing these patients as “zealous” and “distinguished 
above all by their firm conviction” and homeopathy as the “supreme” route to good health, 
Hahenmann likens homeopathy to great religious faiths.49 
 
The Writer and Patient as Agent 
Neither Bettina von Arnim nor Annette von Droste-Hülshoff quite fit with any of the 
categories Dinges outlines. Even though these women could both be classified as “converts” in 
some sense to homeopathy, as they began advocating for homeopathy after being treated with its 
 
47 Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy, 19-20. 
48 Ibid.  
49 Ibid.  
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remedies, they did challenge the definition of “conversion.” Conversion is typically conceptualized 
as a whole-hearted, complete commitment to a religion or belief. This unfaltering commitment, 
however, has the power to undermine one’s agency, even if that agency had just been employed 
to choose conversion. Hahnemann himself demanded this form of commitment as he insisted that 
his patients use no therapeutic methods other than homeopathy.50 Although people could choose 
to use homeopathy instead of mainstream medical methods, they were not supposed to “mix and 
match.” They were discouraged from thinking critically about the benefits and drawbacks of the 
different ideologies and incorporating all techniques and ideas that may have resonated with them. 
Despite the limits Hahnemann imposed, writers like von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff 
negotiated these boundaries to incorporate homeopathy into their lives to the extent they desired.  
Although von Droste-Hülshoff and von Arnim were strong advocates for homeopathy, they 
were anything but completely committed. In an 1822 letter to her husband, Achim, von Arnim 
describes her contempt for being prescribed melissa and valerian as “die ich für Quark hatte”. She 
says to Achim: “meine Gesundheit geht besser ohne Medizin” and “Heiterkeit hilft mich 
verdauen.”51 Here von Arnim expresses doubt not only in homeopathy but in all medicine. Her 
affirmation that “cheerfulness helps her digest” expresses self-reliance rather than dependence on 
external remedies. She only becomes more receptive to homeopathy after reading the Organon 
and conducting her own investigation. Von Droste-Hülshoff was treated by Bönninghausen in the 
late 1820s, as evidenced by her 1829 Krankheitstagebuch I and II, but an 1843 letter to her relative, 
Pauline von Droste, titled “Ein Hausmittel gegen nervöse Leiden” describes a cure for nerve pain. 
Her method involves adding juniper berries, moss, and scabiosa roots to a pound of fresh butter 
 
50 Dinges, Patients in the History of Homeopathy, 7.  
51 Achim von Arnim and Bettina Brentano, Achim und Bettina in ihren Briefen: Briefwechsel Achim von Arnim und 
Bettina Brentano, ed. Werner Vordtriede (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1961), 82. 
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then heating it by the fire and storing it the cellar.52 Clearly this cure is entirely different from the 
highly diluted cures prescribed by Hahnemann. “Hausmittel” refers to a “home remedy,” which is 
commonly understood to be separate from academic medicine. Even if some of these ingredients 
found use in homeopathic medicine, von Droste-Hülshoff does not frame her remedy as having 
anything to do with homeopathy.  Furthermore, it has been established that women like von Arnim 
and von Droste-Hülshoff frequently wrote about their ailments, yet in an 1847 letter, “Mein 
lederner Reiseroman,” von Droste-Hülshoff quotes a physician who told her “Ihr größtes Glück 
gewesen ist, und Ihre Hartnäckigkeit, 17 Jahre lang keine Arznei zu nehmen.”53  Despite being a 
proponent for homeopathy, this confession reveals that she has not even employed it in years. 
Additionally, von Droste-Hülshoff very subtly notes her inconsistent usage of homeopathy when 
she mentions in a 1846 letter “Ich bin ganz wieder Homöopatisch.”54 Noting that she is “again” 
homeopathic indicates that she had at least once strayed from it, which a true “convert” would not 
do. While such blatant infidelity to homeopathy is not evident in von Arnim’s correspondences, 
she does subtly criticize it. In a letter to her son Freimund, she reports “Gestern war ich sehr 
angegriffen von der Homöopathischen Medizin.”55 Describing the homeopathic remedy as 
“attacking” her is a far cry from her description of homeopathy as having “simple and excellent 
effects”.56 Through their correspondences, both women expose themselves as inconsistent 
followers of homeopathy. They show their refusal to follow Hahnemann or his ideas unflinchingly, 
but rather employ their own judgment and utilize homeopathy when it suits them.  
 
52 Annette von Droste-Hülshoff, “Ein Hausmittel gegen nervöse Leiden,” Nach 100 Jahren, Monika Gemmer, 
Accessed September 4, 2020, https://www.nach100jahren.de/ein-hausmittel-gegen-nervoese-
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53 Annette von Droste-Hülshoff, “Mein lederner Reiseroman,” Nach 100 Jahren, Monika Gemmer, Accessed 
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55 Bettina von Arnim, Bettine von Arnims Briefwechsel mit ihren Söhnen. (Goettigen: Wallstein, 1999), 83. 
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We have established in this chapter that homeopathy granted women access to previously 
restricted medical forms of knowledge. By sharing this knowledge with others by recommending 
homeopathy or prescribing treatments to other, these women occupy a space of authority. As 
members of the upper class, von Droste-Hülshoff and von Arnim were affiliated with exclusive 
circles of influential people and became famous for helping promote the spread of homeopathy. In 
fact, Bettina von Arnim went further than referring and began to treat others herself. As previously 
stated, her letters to her husband demonstrate that she read Hahnemann’s work and became highly 
educated on homeopathy. Her letters to Freimund during the late 1840s reveal more than just 
advocacy for homeopathy but also a highly active role in homeopathic treatment of her family 
members. In a letter from the collection Bettine von Arnims Briefwechsel mit ihren Söhnen, von Arnim 
attributes the blisters or bruises (“Beulen”) affecting Freimund’s son to the silicea he was taking 
as part of a homeopathic treatment.57 She demonstrates her knowledge of the agent by stating “die 
es homöopatisch einnimt und die Eigenschaft hat das Übel in den säften bei rachitischen und 
scrophulösen Beschewerden.”58 The terms “rachitisch” and “schruphulos” pertain to rickets and 
pneumonia, respectively. Using these technical concepts demonstrates a more sophisticated 
knowledge of medicine. She continues by advising Freimund on how to feed his son during his 
illness. She emphasizes, for example, that he should not consume milk at night because it may 
perhaps interfere with his symptoms. Bettina frames her suggestions as advice she received from 
a physician regarding Freimund’s son. However, the details with which Bettina describes the 
homeopathic cure, the child’s symptoms, and their relationships to other conditions suggest that 
she has at least a fundamental understanding of these concepts herself. Additionally, Bettina 
alludes to her position regarding the competition between homeopathy and traditional allopathy. 
 
57 Bettina von Arnim, Bettine von Arnims Briefwechsel mit ihren Söhnen. (Goettigen: Wallstein, 1999). 65. 
58 Ibid.  
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In this same letter, she references a child that was cured by homeopathy after traditional medicine 
had failed. She laments that the child had to endure the “painful cures of the allopaths” in vain. 
(“Dann hat der Doctor Pantillon ganz in unserer Nähe das Kindchen eines Posamentirs geheilt das 
noch außer seiner schmerzlichen Krankheit auch die schmerzlichsten Kuren der Aleopaten 
aushalten mußte!”59) Not only was Bettina engaged in homeopathic medicine, but she also was 
familiar with the medical establishment homeopathy sought to challenge.  
Bettina assumes not only the role of a healer, which was long considered acceptable for 
women, but also seizes the scientific authority of a physician by utilizing homeopathy to occupy a 
space somewhere between the two. Unlike the natural cures rooted in generations of wisdom that 
might be associated with “witches,” the tinctures that Bettina demonstrates knowledge of are 
associated with a form of medicine rooted in a new alternative “science,” occupied by men. 
Through her language in her letter to Freimund, Bettina constructs the identity of an academic 
healer, mimicking that of a physician. Although she cannot be called a physician, she nevertheless 
assumes an identity that fulfills a similar role. Von Arnim’s attitude towards this role is somewhat 
unclear. She expresses guilt and shame when providing medical advice. To Freimund, she says 
“Ich schäme mich beinah Dir mit meinen Erfahrungen zur Last zu fallen aber zufällig habe ich 
mehr wie von andern Kinderkrankheiten Wissenschaft davon.”60 Instead of viewing herself as 
providing valuable assistance to her son, she fears becoming a burden. This could suggest that 
women were uncomfortable filling this role, but von Arnim’s rhetoric could also just be another 
example of Bescheidenheitstopos. In this latter case, she is cleverly using this rhetoric to negotiate 
her agency.  
 
59 Bettina von Arnim, Bettine von Arnims Briefwechsel mit ihren Söhnen. (Goettigen: Wallstein, 1999). 65. 
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In this chapter, we saw how Bettina von Arnim and Annette von Droste-Hülshoff 
negotiated greater agency by utilizing and pushing the boundaries of homeopathy to gain greater 
access to medical knowledge and establish themselves as credible healers. Studying their letters 
granted us insight into how each woman interacted with homeopathy and challenged the model of 
a typical homeopathic patient. As writers, these women were especially receptive to homeopathy, 
but to what extent did they use writing as a tool, a means of performing identity, to promote the 
ideas of homeopathy, or even apply them to society? How did they incorporate their identities as 
women? To answer this, I will analyze one prose piece by each author that centers on themes of 
healing, nature, and female agency. While homeopathy is not explicitly mentioned in these works, 
the interaction of the aforementioned themes reveals the influence homeopathy had on their ideas 














Chapter Two: Female Agency and Prose 
 
Introduction  
After exploring homeopathy, femininity, and women’s access to medical knowledge in von 
Arnim’s and von Droste-Hülshoff’s letters, I now turn to the authors’ prose to examine how these 
ideas influenced the author’s conceptualization and expression of female agency. Bettina von 
Arnim is best known for her epistolary-style novels such as Goethes Briefwechsel mit einem Kind 
(1835) and Die Günderrode (1840) as well as her political works like Dies Buch gehört dem König 
(1843). Drotse-Hülshoff was a celebrated poet and composer best-known for her pastorales and 
religious-themed poetry collections like Das geistliche Jahr (1851). Her only complete work of 
prose, Die Judenbuche (1842), is a murder mystery that explores how people are influenced by 
their environment. While their most famous works centered on different themes, both authors 
nevertheless produced text that tackled the subjects of female agency and suppression, the 
interaction between nature and society, and physical and mental illness. Some of each author’s 
works also includes elements reminiscent of their experiences with homeopathy by referencing its 
central tenets or even featuring female characters who engage in scientific medicine. To illustrate 
how homeopathy influenced these women’s writing and conception of female agency, I analyze 
one work by each author that encapsulates these themes.  
Von Droste-Hülshoff’s Ledwina and von Arnim’s Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta von 
Rattenzuhausbeiuns are both posthumously published novels that feature female protagonists that 
examine their relationships to nature and society. These female characters also attempt to claim 
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agency in a flawed, patriarchal world. Despite their similarities, the works are divergent in tone 
and structure. Ledwina is a pragmatic study of a sickly woman’s interactions with her surroundings 
while Gritta is a whimsical fairy tale focusing on a group of girls who escape a convent to construct 
their own society in the forest. The former assumes a dark tone depicting women’s suffering at the 
hands of the patriarchy without any hope for escape or progression. Gritta, by contrast, is uplifting 
and awards its protagonists happy endings. The novels illustrate different interpretations of the 
dynamic between nature and society as well as that between men and women. Ledwina presents a 
polarized world in which nature and society are opposites separated by distinct boundaries. Its 
protagonist must reconcile her entrapment within society with her longing to escape into nature. 
However, Gritta tasks its protagonists with forging connections between society and nature to 
create a new utopia. In its own way, each text expands on the homeopathic healing of the individual 
to present a perspective on the sickness of society and how convening with nature and increased 
autonomy for women may be the antidote. More importantly, each text showcases a different 
application of female agency, as Ledwina manages her circumstances while Gritta actively 
changes hers.  
 
 
Von Droste-Hülshoff’s Ledwina 
Ledwina is a prose fragment that von Droste-Hülshoff began sometime around 1819-1820.61 
The work was never finished. Scholars disagree as to when von Droste-Hülshoff stopped working 
on Ledwina, with some projecting 182562 while others claimed she finally abandoned the piece 
 
61  Kristina R. Sazaki, “The Crippled Text/Woman: Annette von Droste-Hülshoff’s “Ledwina,”” Monatshefte 89, no. 
2 (1997): 168.  
62 Ibid., 169.  
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closer to 1831.63 It precedes her best-known work, Die Judenbuche, and was written while she 
worked mostly on her religious poetry. Ledwina centers on the noble von Brenkfeld family, 
comprised of a widowed mother, three daughters, and a good-for-nothing son. The novel’s central 
figure is the eldest daughter, Ledwina, who is sickly, delicate, emotional, and deeply connected to 
nature. Composed of somewhat overlapping fragments spanning the course of two days, Ledwina 
juxtaposes Ledwina’s inner life with the male-dominated society surrounding her. Conversations 
among the von Brenkfeld family and son Karl’s friends from the university are interspersed with 
intimate scenes of Ledwina’s solitary walks along the river, vivid dreams, and interactions with 
sister Therese. There is a palpable disconnect between the sympathetic and intimate portrayal of 
the female characters and the brutish nature of the male ones that helps illustrate Ledwina’s conflict 
between her female identity and the confines of patriarchal society. The work was never 
completed, but its bleak, unsatisfying “ending” reflects the overall tone of the story.  
Ledwina is considered part of von Droste-Hülshoff’s juvenilia. It is often criticized for being 
simply autobiographical, which strengthens its classification as one of her more immature works.64 
However, scholars have closely examined its portrayal of the female condition and found its 
feminine voice unique compared other contemporary female writings that either avoided female 
issues or depicted femininity as a counterbalance to men’s aggressive nature.65  Most publications 
on the novel focus on Ledwina’s sickly nature. For example, Kristina Sazaki argues that von 
Droste-Hülshoff “uses the ‘crippled’ imagery to embody woman's position in society and in the 
creative realm.”66 Likewise, Sonja Hilzinger argues that Ledwina’s sickness is her way of 
 
63 Carol Tully, “Placing Droste’s Ledwina: ‘Jugendwerk or ‘Gescheiterte Frauenliteratur,’” German Life and Letters 
52, no. 3. (1999): 315.  
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protesting her situation as a woman whose only choices are to marry or to remain a societally 
worthless burden to her family.67 In a similar fashion, Carol Tully proposes Ledwina’s frequent 
physical distress is a manifestation of her own self-awareness.68 The consensus among these 
experts is that Ledwina’s illness is more than an affliction but also a possible expression of agency. 
This suggests Ledwina is a much more sophisticated critique of patriarchal society than merely an 
autobiography as some have argued.   
Ledwina’s illness is a central aspect of her character. Her affliction is not identified in the text 
as any specific disease but could be best described as an “angeborene Schwäche.”69 She is pale 
and suffers from cramps, bouts of pain, and general weakness. Such symptoms could be indicative 
of a variety of conditions but diagnosing Ledwina’s precise affliction would detract from the poetic 
romanticism of her suffering. Ledwina is also emotionally delicate. Aside from having a generally 
glum disposition, she frequently and easily becomes visibly upset throughout the novel. Even 
Ledwina’s namesake is connected to sickness. St. Lidwina is the patron saint of “those who live 
in intense suffering to expiate the sins of others.”70 She was a beautiful woman who, according to 
tradition, asked God to disfigure her in order to allow her to achieve greater spirituality through 
release from the confines of physicality. Her prayer was granted, and she was injured while ice 
skating and spent the last 38 years of her life bedridden.71 While already limited by her illness, 
Ledwina’s family uses her condition as a reason to cripple her further. For example, after realizing 
her feet were still wet from a stroll, her mother dramatically orders Ledwina to bed, exclaiming 
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“leg dich augenblicklich nieder, du weißt es ja in Gottes Namen auch selbst wohl, wie wenig du 
vertragen kannst.”72 Her words not only restrict Ledwina’s freedom, but also reinforce the notion 
that Ledwina is capable of less than other people. The text even ends with her sister Therese telling 
Ledwina it is too cold for her outside, and she should return inside, the place from which she had 
been trying to escape.73 Her family’s efforts to confine Ledwina for her own good are highly 
reminiscent of Mitchell’s rest cure. Ledwina obeys this order, yet laments “das Bettliegen ist so 
fatal; es ist noch lange nicht dunkel, und dann die lange Nacht!”74 Here von Droste-Hülshoff 
incorporates a subtle critique of women’s medical treatment. More importantly, Ledwina’s 
confinement because of her illness mirrors the repression of women because of their sex’s 
perceived inferiority.  
Ledwina’s vague illness is intertwined with her well-defined condition as a woman. Women 
during the nineteenth century had very limited autonomy. A woman’s role was to obediently 
submit herself to her parents and eventually her husband, and women who failed to secure a 
husband became burdens to their families. This situation is pertinent to Ledwina, as the widowed 
Frau von Brenkfeld must support three unmarried daughters. Through such situations, women 
become agents of the patriarchy as they must play by its rules to survive and to protect themselves 
and their families. Furthermore, the ideal woman had the challenging task of balancing the 
characteristics of health and sickness. In addition to her financial benefit to her husband manifest 
in the form of a dowry, a woman’s value was based on her reproductive health and ability to bear 
children. A woman was also expected to be lively and cheerful, as echoed in Ledwina when Frau 
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von Brenkfeld says to Frau von Bendraet that the baron eligible for marriage must have a “lebhafte 
und lebenslustige” woman.75 Although a woman is expected to be healthy and lively, she is also 
expected to be obedient, passive, and delicate. These latter characteristics more closely resemble 
that of a sick person. Additionally, men employed medical techniques like the rest cure to keep 
women just sickly enough to be controlled. Thus, a woman was forced to maintain an unnatural 
temperamental balance between enough liveliness to please men and enough sickliness not to 
threaten them. Knowledge and education were prohibited to women, resulting in them being 
repressed, stifled, and non-autonomous. To protect their psyche while ensuring their social 
survival, many women like Ledwina had to construct a public image that would face society while 
guarding her inner, private life.  
Rather than a congenital condition, Ledwina’s illness is likely much more psychological in 
nature. The consensus among scholars is that Ledwina’s illness is a manifestation of this inner 
conflict between guarding her individuality and bearing the pressures of society. Her torment is 
best captured when Ledwina discusses with Therese her possible marriage to Clemens Bendraet 
and says, “Nein, sterben würde ich wohl vielleicht nicht, aber verkrüppeln an jeder Kraft des 
Geistes, alle Gedanken verlieren, die mir lieb sind, halb wahnsinnig, eigentlich stumpfsinnig 
würde ich werden.”76 Ledwina views marriage despondently, believing it would compromise her 
mind, a woman’s sole claim to autonomy. She describes the spiritual confinement that marriage 
would cause in physical terms, as she fears being “crippled.” Ledwina’s mental processes and 
physical pain are linked elsewhere in the text. She often becomes weak or pale in response to 
conversation or even her own thoughts. One example occurs during the first family discussion in 
 
75 Ibid., 35.  
76 von Droste-Hülshoff, “Ledwina,” 46. 
33 
 
the text when “Ledwina hatte währenddem ihre Mutter unablässig betrachtet und war bleich 
geworden, als Zeichen, daß ein Gedanke sie ergriff.”77 Ledwina tries her best to remain on the 
fringes of group interactions when forced to engage and tries to escape whenever possible. In 
summary, interacting with society literally makes Ledwina ill. Additionally, her illness can be 
viewed as a way for Ledwina to protest her situation.78 As stated previously, the ideal woman 
possessed good physical health, which draws another parallel to Ledwina’s namesake. According 
to Sazaki, St. Lidwina “combated the notion of woman as an aesthetic object of desire.”79 Her 
illness released her from the societal expectations of marriage and having to relinquish her agency 
to a man. However, one of Karl’s friends recounts the story of a woman born deaf and mute who 
still found a husband because of her valuable dowry, which shows that Ledwina’s illness cannot 
save her from the societal value of her wealth. She is left to suffer from both sickness and 
repression.  
Ledwina’s reprieve from the pain of society is its antithesis: nature. Even just talking about 
nature brings Ledwina peace as her face takes on “ein trübes aber bewegliches Leben” when she 
describes willow trees to Karl.80 She understands this and utilizes her little autonomy to escape 
from social events and flee outside. In contrast to the bedrest and confinement enforced by others, 
Ledwina’s escapes into nature is a way to seize control of her own health. Ledwina is not only 
healed by nature but also identifies with it. This connection is established within the first 
paragraphs of the text. Ledwina begins with its protagonist walking along a riverbank and a 
description of her form reflected off the surface of the water: “Der Strom zog still seinen Weg und 
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konnte keine der Blumen und Zweige auf seinem Spiegel mitnehmen; nur eine Gestalt, wie die 
einer jungen Silberlinde, schwamm langsam seine Fluten hinauf. Es war das schöne bleiche Bild 
Ledwinens…”81 Using the motif of the water’s reflection demonstrates a “poetic association” 
between Ledwina and nature.82 Ledwina is identified as synonymous with nature as the water’s 
reflection shows neither the flowers nor branches, but Ledwina herself.  Furthermore, Ledwina is 
compared to natural or botanical elements such as a “Schneeblume,” “Schneeballe,” or 
“Vergißmeinnicht,” each of which also call attention to her pale, delicate nature. Establishing this 
connection alongside a river expands the association beyond just Ledwina but to woman herself, 
as the imagery of rivers and flow is evocative of femininity. This powerful quote captures 
Ledwina’s therapeutic experience:  
Ledwinens Augen aber ruhten aus auf ihrer eignen Gestalt, wie die Locken von ihrem 
Haupte fielen und forttrieben, ihr Gewand zerriß und die weißen Finger sich ablösten und 
verschwammen, und wie der Krampf wieder sich leise zu lösen begann, da wurde es ihr, 
als ob sie wie tot sei und wie die Verwesung lösend durch ihre Glieder fresse und jedes 
Element das Seinige mit sich fortreiße.83 
 
This imagery depicts the alleviation of Ledwina’s pain as her fabricated public image dissolves 
into the water. The imagery of decay and death alludes to the complete relief from the pains of life 
only granted by death, which later becomes the subject of Ledwina’s vivid dreams. The novel’s 
incorporation of this healing power of nature is very reminiscent of homeopathy, likely drawn 
from von Droste-Hülshoff’s personal experience with being treated through its gentle, natural 
remedies. Ledwina’s frequent escapes dilute the amount of time she spends around society. Her 
behavior reflects both the Law of the Minimum and the Law of the Similar central to homeopathy. 
Together these laws state that one’s illness can be cured by an extremely diluted dose of a remedy 
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that evokes the same symptom of the illness. For Ledwina, her pains caused by society can be 
alleviated by the tiniest dose of society itself. Thus, Ledwina strives to dilute her exposure to 
society to promote her own healing.  
Ledwina’s torment as a woman and intimate relationship with nature are sharply contrasted by 
the novel’s portrayal of society and the men who dominate it. After her father’s passing, Ledwina’s 
brother Karl remains the only male figure in her family. Unlike the female characters in the novel, 
Karl is educated and well-traveled. He serves as a representative of the prejudices of male-
dominated society. He and the other male characters are portrayed as brutish, philistinistic, and 
extremely disrespectful towards women. For example, the men in the hunting party share stories 
of two silent women, one mute and one who refused to speak in order to please her husband, and 
describe them as “nicht viel besser als ein Tier” or “eine alte Hexe.”84 These women’s silence 
recalls Ledwina’s and directs greater attention to her own marginalized position. Also, while the 
men take pride in their education, as demonstrated by Karl who only shows respect towards his 
friends from the university and who goes out of his way to sprinkle foreign language phrases into 
his speech, they express disdain towards free-thinking. Two of the men, Warneck and Türk, equate 
individual thought to a form of insanity throughout this conversation: “Der Wahnsinn ist eine 
Sache, worüber geistliche und weltliche Gesetze verbieten sollten, nicht gar zu scharf zu grübeln 
und untersuchen. Ich glaube, daß nichts leichter zur Freigeisterei führt.”85 These men value the 
formal education that is restricted to the male elite but frown upon the free-thinking that is available 
to all. Only structured education established by men is considered valid and worthy of respect. 
This is reminiscent of academic medicine’s disregard of homeopathy, or more saliently, 
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medicine’s disregard of treatment and healing created and fostered by women such as midwifery. 
Even Hahnemann himself, a rebel against academic medicine, perpetuates this same dominance of 
masculine education as he demanded his patients educate themselves on his teachings and dare not 
usurp him.86 The harsh portrayal of men is expressed both in the character’s dialogue and the text’s 
narrative style. While the omniscient narrator focuses on the female characters and provides 
readers insight into their thoughts, the narrator’s treatment of the men is as superficial as they are.  
While men have exclusive access to knowledge, the wisdom of nature eludes them. Ledwina 
explicitly portrays its male characters as disconnected from nature. While women’s access to 
education and academic knowledge is restricted, nothing keeps men from learning from nature. 
They are either too ignorant or too prideful to consider it. As with other negative “masculine” 
qualities, Karl acts as the representative of this disregard. A conversation during the first social 
episode of the text best captures the polarization between men and women’s understanding of 
nature. Karl describes the surrounding area, the one place where Ledwina finds solace, as 
“erbärmlich.”87 Ledwina replies with beautiful and emotional descriptions of her beloved 
sanctuary including:  
Die Gegend könnte noch viel malerisch schlechter sein, wie sie ist, sagte Ledwina, und mir 
bliebe sie doch lieb; von den Erinnerungen, die in jedem Baume wohnen, will ich gar nicht 
reden, denn so kann nichts mit ihr verglichen werden, aber so, wie sie da steht und überall, 
wär’ sie mir höchst ansprechend und wert.88 
 
Karl responds by laughing in her face and patronizing her for her lack of worldliness, triggering 
Ledwina to become “erkältet.”89 Once again, Ledwina is made physically ill by an interaction with 
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society. Later in the text, the hunting party discusses their travels, as the von Brenkfeld and 
Bendraet sisters listen in wonderment for they are not permitted such adventure. Warneck 
describes a waterfall he visited, gushing that it appeared equally wonderful both in sunshine and 
in fog. Such an observation is profound relative to Karl’s earlier description of the surrounding 
meadow as “boring” and “pathetic”, but it is still superficial compared to Ledwina’s intimate 
understanding of nature and the life it holds.  
 Ledwina presents a world of separation and conflict where women can only seize fleeting 
moments of peace and freedom. The novel offers no reconciliation between nature and society nor 
men and women. All a woman can do is temper the influence of society by minimizing her 
exposure to it and escaping to the natural realm when she can. The gentle presence of nature 
provides relief, but the greater issues of repression and marginalization remain. Von Droste-
Hülshoff depicts a diseased world at odds with nature with no lasting cure in sight. 
 
 
Gisela and Bettina von Arnim’s Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta von Rattenzuhausbeiuns 
Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta von Rattenzuhausbeiuns, a fairy tale written by von 
Arnim together with her daughter Gisela, is an underappreciated piece that reflects its female 
author’s experiences with homeopathy and greater exposure to knowledge. Bettina and Gisela 
wrote this fairy tale in the 1840s, completed it in 1845, but never published it. The pages of Gritta 
were not found until 1906, and the work was not accessible to readers in its complete form for 
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another 80 years.90 This unique text is a hybrid of the traditional fairytale and a Bildungsroman. It 
includes elements of magic, talking animals, a prince, and a happy ending accompany that 
accompany the development of its female protagonist. The novel follows the adventures of High 
Countess Gritta and eleven other girls who escape from a convent to create a life for themselves. 
Bettina and Gisela wrote the story while living in their own all-female enclave after Achim von 
Arnim had passed away and Bettina’s sons had moved out. Scholars disagree about who 
contributed what, but the text is consistently accredited to both women. Experts on Gritta like 
Shawn Jarvis and John Griffith Urang focus primarily on the text’s theme of female empowerment 
and its political satire.91,92 Von Arnim published political texts, so this interpretation of Gritta 
aligns with our understanding of von Arnim’s views. Another disputed topic among scholars is its 
ending, which entails Gritta’s marriage to a prince. At first sight, this seems like a seemingly 
counterproductive ending to a story of active female characters. However, less is said in the 
literature about the strong presence of nature and its powers in the text. Nature plays a critical role 
in the female character’s education and development. Unsurprisingly, nature appears within the 
special domain of women.  
Gritta is the tale’s primary protagonist, but the band of runaway girls serve as an even more 
striking image of female agency at the novel’s core. There are no weak female characters in the 
entire story. Even antagonists like Sequestra, the wicked nun in charge of the convent, demonstrate 
a lack of passivity and some degree of agency. When Gritta spies on Sequestra and Pekavus 
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discussing their plan to steal Gritta’s inheritance, Sequestra dominates the conversation and 
thoroughly describes the main components of the plan, suggesting it was she who masterminded 
them. Gritta’s stepmother, Krautia, serves as another antagonist for a portion of the text, yet is also 
an admirable role model for Gritta, as her marriage to the Count was an act of rebellion against her 
overbearing advisors. She, too, physically escaped confinement by escaping her home and fleeing 
to Ratsinourhouse castle. The most formidable woman in the text, however, is Gritta’s ancestor 
Orsina Sylvia. This countess was a strong, wild woman who stayed out all night in the wilderness, 
returned home wearing a bear’s skin, and eventually ran off with her husband to join the army. By 
contrast, the male characters are portrayed as bumbling, stupid, or evil. Gritta’s father relentlessly 
works on his unsuccessful inventions; Prince Bonus calls himself “stupid”, and the king of 
Sumbona fails to identify the scheming Pekavus as a traitor. In the words of Shawn Jarvis, Gritta 
is a “decidedly female world.”93  
What makes Gritta an extremely nuanced fairy tale and a powerful example of female 
agency is how its protagonist performs the ideals of masculinity and femininity. Gritta is 
characterized as both an assertive leader and an ideal little girl who is adored by all. The novel 
opens with a striking description of the overlay of masculine and feminine imagery as its 
protagonist is introduced:  
Hier saß die kleine Hochgräfin Gritta, der emsig das Rädchen den feinen Faden aus den 
Fingern zog, während sie träumerisch zuschaute, und hierwar am Ende des Ganges eins 
der drei Fenster des Schlosses zu finden, das rund und halb voll grüner Scheiben, halb mit 
dem halben Leibe des Ritters St. Georg, im  blauen  und  roten  Gewand,  und  dem  des  
Drachengefüllt war; auf dem Fenster stand ein Krügelchen mit Nelkenschößlingen,und die 
Sonne fiel durch den blau und roten St. Georg auf den hochgräflichen Goldblondkopf…94 
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[Here sat the little High Countess Gritta looking on dreamily as she turned the spinning 
wheel and pulled the fine threads through her fingers. At the end of the corridor was one 
of only three glass-paned windows in the castle, a round one half-filled with green glass, 
with a dragon and half of the body of St. George the Knight. On the window sill stood a 
small pitcher with little stalks of carnations in it. The sun shone through St. George’s blue 
and red garments onto the royal blond hair of the countess…95] 
 
The intermingling of the masculine image of the knight and the feminine symbols of the flowers, 
spinning wheel, and Gritta’s blond hair foreshadows the repeated demonstration of “masculine” 
characteristics like bravery, cleverness, and assertion by female characters. Gritta showcases these 
attributes, yet she also performs actions and characteristics associated with femininity. Gritta and 
Orsina Sylvia serve as foils to one another. Gritta is the one to break the curse originated by Orsina 
Sylvia that caused the beech tree to bloom and provide branches for switches until a child was 
born so good that she never deserved such a punishment. Despite her violation of norms for a 
young woman, Gritta is still considered a “good girl.” By contrast, Orsina Sylvia is scolded and 
punished for joining the army and reading texts with her husband. Unlike Gritta, she does not 
perform “feminine” behaviors, only ones that are considered “masculine.” Gritta’s behavior is 
highly reminiscent of Butler’s theory of performativity.96 While Orsina Sylvia’s actions embody 
more unbridled agency, Gritta’s acutely navigate society’s expectations while achieving her own 
ends, which allow Gritta to get what she wants.  
The most important example of balance in the text is how the protagonists must negotiate 
their freedom within a patriarchal society. After escaping the convent, Gritta and her friends create 
a new community within the kingdom of Sumbona that they call a nature-cloister. The cloister is 
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an all-female space that contrasts with the myriad of exclusively-male organized and dominated 
spaces in the story, including much of society itself. Equally striking as this all-female haven, the 
necessity of negotiating this freedom within the patriarchy as symbolized by Gritta’s marriage to 
Prince Bonus is also noteworthy. She reports her motivation as wanting to please the prince, whom 
she genuinely likes.97 However, scholars have acutely noted that Gritta’s greater motivation is to 
protect the cloister.98 By performing the identity of the obedient daughter and devoted wife, Gritta 
can ensure the safety of her sisters. As observed in Ledwina, women cannot entirely escape from 
men or society, rather they must dilute society’s influence on their lives. Furthermore, they can 
claim agency through performance of identity.   
Another central theme in Gritta is education and the power of writing. The novel resembles 
the Bildungsroman, a literary genre that traces a protagonist’s education and development. 
Traditional Bildungsroman protagonists were male, but the von Arnim duo infused magic and 
elements of fairy tales into this male-dominated genre to create a captivating story of a heroic 
young lady. An “education” can be broadly defined and can encompass a variety of types of 
“learning.” Gritta’s education is her exposure to the world around her as she experiences life 
outside her father’s castle for the first time. She discovers nature’s secrets by forging friendships 
and collaborating with elves while building the nature-cloister with the other girls. Gritta’s 
innocence is also shattered when she learns of society’s corruption and experiences the pressures 
of the patriarchy firsthand when her father and the king arrange her marriage to Prince 
Bonus. Education in a more traditional sense is also incorporated into the novel, as literacy plays 
a key role its plot. Writing and literacy, keystones of the male sphere, are seized by the girls and 
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magic women of the story to achieve their own ends. Essentially, they use men’s vehicle of power 
against them. The climax of the story occurs with a written letter from the Elf Queen that Gritta 
must deliver to the king in order to expose the wicked Pekavus. Gritta’s literacy is never questioned 
nor criticized by any characters, which highlights another contrast between her and Orsina Sylvia. 
The old butler Mueffert describes to Gritta how Orsina Sylvia would join her betrothed at his 
studies. He says, “Bis spät in die Nachtsaßen sie oft vor den alten Folianten, die Arme in einander 
verschlungen, eins dem andern helfend.”99 [They often sat before old manuscripts late into the 
night, their arms interlocked, one helping the other.]100 This unorthodox behavior angers her father 
who laments not raising his daughter properly, generating the curse of the beech tree. Orsina 
Sylvia’s punishment is indicative of how men felt threatened by women’s access to knowledge.  
This hopeful message for women’s agency ties into the novel’s critique of the politics. 
Only thinly veiled behind the story’s magical elements are jabs at the monarchical rule through its 
depiction of kings and nobles as fools. The antidote to this political folly is female education and 
agency, as it is Gritta, her friends, and the Elf Queen who save the day from wicked men. The 
story ends with Gritta’s marriage, coronation as Queen, and the final passage, “I would advise you 
to visit Sumbona yourself, but in all probability God the Father has tacked the bit of Paradise 
named Sumbona back onto heaven, because under Gritta’s rule the people there became so brilliant 
that they were soon qualified to assume stellar positions.”101 This ending shows that Sumbona’s 
corruption ended with the rule of a wise woman like Gritta.102 Furthermore, John Griffith Urang 
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relates the utopian nature-cloister, in which each girl can nurture her talents, to Schiller’s idea of 
the aesthetic state. According to Urang,  
The idyll of social harmony, cooperation, and aesthetic beauty suggests the influence of 
Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, which describe what he calls an 
“aesthetic state”. For Schiller, this achievement of the state comes about not through 
violent revolution, but through education, indeed, aesthetic education.103 
 
Urang likens Schiller’s idea of education reform to the nature-cloister envisioned by Bettina and 
Gisela, calling their creation a “revolutionized educational institution.”104 Jeannine Blackwell 
expands on this and reaffirms the importance of literacy:  
In contrast to the patriarchally dominated convent school of Mater Sequestra and Pater 
Pecavus—the place of hierarchical and monotheistic worship—the Cloister established by 
the girls is a meditative and philosophical center for developing the arts and sciences. [...] 
The exposure and overthrow of the old religious order entails other plot actions and 
devices. First, the girls must be able to read: the revelation of several incriminating 
documents requires literacy for Gritta, the Elfin Queen, Wildberry (one of the twelve girls), 
as well as for men. The girls and the magic women use writing as a weapon and a political 
tool to undo the system.105 
These claims further illustrate that women’s education, their connection to nature, and their 
autonomy are the cure for society’s sickness. Thus, Bettina and Gisela von Arnim’s political 
commentary not only criticizes the masculine dominance of patriarchal monarchies but also offers 
a solution and calls for the political empowerment of women.   
As in Ledwina, nature is portrayed as a woman’s domain in Gritta. Again, female 
characters are closely associated with nature, while male characters are conspicuously detached 
from it. This contrast is illustrated simply through the different social hierarchies of humans and 
of elves. The humans of Sumbona are ruled by a king, while the elves, a humanoid representation 
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of nature, are ruled by a queen who describes herself as the “master of all secrets of nature.”106 
Other imagery in the text linking women to nature is less stark but still quite apparent and focuses 
on the rejection of the man-made in favor of the natural. Orsina Sylvia spends her nights in the 
wilderness and carves love poems to her betrothed into tree bark, instead of paper. Gritta and her 
friends escape the walls of the convent into the forest. One of the girls, Wildberry, seamlessly 
meanders between the human and elf worlds via her study of medicinal plants. She quietly leaves 
the group and is taken in by the elves but remains an ally to the humans.  
By contrast, the male characters are attached to their own creations and largely oblivious 
to nature. One obvious example is Gritta’s father who is obsessed with his unsuccessful inventions. 
His fixation on machinery opposes the girls’ respect for nature, as human invention can be viewed 
as a challenge against nature or a man’s attempt at giving birth. Meanwhile the King of Sumbona 
is entirely oblivious to the presence of the elves in the kingdom, and his son Prince Bonus longs 
to escape the confines of the castle and his governor, Pekavus, into the forest. Bonus has access to 
a traditional education, yet it is used by Pekavus to shelter and control him. The prince says 
himself, “ich bin zuweilen sehr dumm, aber das ist mir angewöhnt.”107 [“I am very stupid at times, 
but that’s the way I have been trained.”]108 Formal education, a privilege limited to and exalted by 
men, in fact restricts them from the greater enlightenment of the world around them. This echoes 
the idea that women writers were able to develop more unique styles because they were not 
funneled through the same standardized training as men. Like Ledwina, this novel criticizes men 
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for being too enthralled with the institutions of their own design to understand the teachings of the 
natural world while showing how women avoid this pitfall.  
Nature itself is a teacher and source of knowledge unique from that generated and taught 
by men. Gritta and the other female characters can only access certain information by convening 
with nature. For example, Gritta and Bonus learn of Pekavus’ treachery from the Elf Queen and 
can only expose him with the help of her letter. Also, Wildberry cures Krautia’s son’s blindness 
using a rare flower to which Orsina Sylvia’s spirit guided her. Gisela and Bettina also use imagery 
to establish the idea of an education through nature. When Gritta finds Wildberry and the elves in 
the forest, Wildberry is reading, there are books between the branches, and one of the elves is 
cutting quills. When Wildberry see Gritta, she cryptically says:  
Ich bin eine geheime Naturkraft. – Wenn ich höre, wie das Erzin den Bergen wächst, das 
Meer unaufhörlich braust, die Erde sich unauf-hörlich dreht, dann muß ich ewig denken. 
Störe mich nicht, ich sitze hierauf dem Ast der Weisheit; sonst falle ich als unreife Frucht 
herunter. Denn wen auf dem Weg zum Himmel die Welt stört, der sieht die Jakobs-leiter 
nicht mehr und muß unten bleiben und rastlos suchen nach ihrem Anfang.109 
[I am a secret power of nature. When I listen to the ore growing in the mountains, to the 
sea’s incessant roaring, to the earth’s ceaseless turning, then I always have to think: Don’t 
disturb me. I am sitting here on the branch of wisdom. If I’m distrurbed I’ll fall off like an 
unripened fruit. Whosoever on the way to heaven disturbs the world will no longer see 
Jacob’s ladder and must remain below, restlessly seeking forever the bottom rung.]110 
 
Wildberry’s monologue links nature to wisdom, power, and femininity. Her description of her seat 
as the “branch of wisdom” builds on the imagery created earlier in that scene. Furthermore, she 
references the “power of nature” as well as nature’s secretive quality, which is also alluded to by 
the Elf Queen with her claims that she is master of nature’s secrets. Attributing secrets to nature 
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suggests that a degree of education and enlightenment is necessary to access what nature has to 
offer. This creates a parallel between the academic knowledge and power coveted by men and the 
power granted by embracing nature’s wisdom. Most importantly, Wildberry says that she herself 
is a secret power of nature. Not only does she wield nature’s power, but she embodies this power. 
Again, women are identified with nature, but now this association entails power. This quote also 
implies that nature transcends the limits of men and is on a closer level to God through the 
reference to Jacob’s ladder. Although men considered themselves superior, Bettina and Gisela von 
Arnim subtly argue that women, through their connection to nature, were actually nearer to the 
divine.  
In fact, Wildberry and her plants are likely a small tribute to homeopathy. While the other 
girls in the nature-cloister dedicate themselves to the arts like painting and music, Wildberry 
engages in studying medicinal plants in a very scientific manner. Her handling of plants could 
have been presented in a less sophisticated way, reminiscent of men’s idea of witchcraft and other 
manipulations of flowers and herbs more closely associated with women at the time. However, 
Gisela and Bettina chose to depict Wildberry as a little scientist who investigates these plants in 
an organized and methodical way. Her approach is perfectly captured in the following scene when 
she tries to teach the girls about the plants:  
Wildebeere erschienmit einem ungeheuern Busch Kräuter und Pflanzen. Sie roch, 
untersuchte, sortierte und hielt dann ein Kollegium über sie, bis sie zuletzt vom Hun-
dersten ins Tausendste, auch auf ihren Vater und seine vielen Spiritusgläserund  
getrockneten  Pflanzen  kam,  die  sie  so  gern  gehabt;  wie  er  in  einemblumierten  
Schlafrock  dazwischen  herumwandelte  und  die  einzelnen Blätter  ihr  zerlegt  und  die  
Namen  hergesagt,  bis  sie  diese  auswendig wußte.111 
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[Wildberry appeared with a huge bundle of herbs and plants. She sniffed, she inspected, 
she sorted, and then she lectured, going from the hundredths into the thousandths, and then 
getting on to her father and his many alcohol beakers and dried plants, and how in a 
flowered robe he would wander around between the plants and bottles, describing the 
individual leaves to her and telling her their names until she loved them and knew them all 
by heart.112] 
 
Wildberry’s growing knowledge of plants is yet another type of natural education in Gritta. Like 
Orsina Sylvia’s studies with her fiancé, this is also another example of “masculine” knowledge 
shared with a woman. The inheritance of such knowledge from a man adds to the woman’s 
credibility and acceptability of her education. These details parallel Bettina von Arnim’s studies 
of her husband’s copy of the Organon and her active engagement with this scientific sub-
discipline. The character of Wildberry is the culmination of inspiration from the von Arnims’ 
experiences with homeopathy as science, communion with nature, and seizing female agency in a 
male-dominated world.  
 Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta von Rattenzuhausbeiuns is a story that inspires its readers 
and listeners, especially little girls, to seek knowledge from all aspects of the world around them 
and empowers them to alter their undesirable circumstances. Gritta’s negotiation of freedom and 
agency comes from a savvy performance of both traditionally “masculine” and “feminine” 
characteristics. Through this, she displays an identity that allows her to claim power.  
 
Synthesis 
Ledwina and Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta von Rattenzuhausbeiuns involve similar issues 
regarding women’s autonomy and the conflict between male society and female nature, but they 
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differ dramatically in their take on whether these issues can be resolved. The tone of Ledwina is 
melancholy and pessimistic. While the text is unfinished, the story comes to a comprehensible 
ending in its fragmented state that leaves readers with little hope for Ledwina’s happiness. By 
contrast, Gritta grants readers a deliberate conclusion that shows a woman’s concession to the 
patriarchy in order to establish greater freedom for her fellow women. Bettina and Gisela von 
Arnim’s work is optimistic yet tempered by its non-idealistic ending that still offers hope. A 
comparison of the individual themes provides the conclusion that Ledwina presents its author’s 
actual world as it was in the early 19th century while Gritta suggests what this world could possibly 
become.  
Central to both novels is the focalization on and sympathetic portrayal of women and negative 
depiction of men. Ledwina takes a harsher perspective than Gritta towards men as it illustrates 
them as cruel and prideful, whereas Gritta depicts them as more foolish and ignorant than 
inherently brutish. Consequently, the male characters in the latter text can be educated and change 
themselves for the better. The King of Sumbona is a simple example, as he willingly accepts and 
demonstrates respect for the Elf Queen when he learns of her existence, even though she does 
flatter the king and offer to serve him with her powers. The King may be egocentric, but he never 
mistreats any characters and graciously accepts the girls’ assistance. Bonus, still a child, is eager 
to connect with Gritta and her friends and share in their education of nature. In fact, Urang labels 
Bonus the “first pupil of the nature-cloister.”113 Bonus’ education is beautiful instance of a young 
man humbly honoring and learning alongside women as the realms of society and nature 
effortlessly intertwine and support one another. These examples are a far cry, however, from the 
arrogance and disrespectful behavior of the men in Ledwina who are associated primarily with 
 
113 Urang, “The Old Wheelwork,” 178.  
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male-dominated institutions and activities such as university education and hunting. Karl and his 
friends openly reject nature and thereby increase the divide between Ledwina and the society they 
represent. Also, both novels include forms of education traditionally restricted to men and the 
wisdom of nature, which is more closely associated with women. Ledwina compartmentalizes 
these fields, making it clear that each is inaccessible to the other sex, while Gritta shows that both 
academic and natural teachings can be accessible to all. Through gender and education, each novel 
perpetuates its own ecosystem, either furthering the disconnect between nature and society or 
elevating the communication between the two.  
The novels conceptualize nature as a woman’s domain by allowing it to symbolize both a 
woman’s freedom and her identity. First, both Ledwina and Gritta depict a literal escape from the 
confines of society when their protagonists’ break out of an estate or convent and flee into nature. 
Neither departure from societal restraint is entirely successful, and neither work has an ideal ending 
for its female protagonists, despite the overall optimistic tone in Gritta. Gritta gives up her personal 
agency through her marriage to Bonus, but by doing so, she claims the political agency needed to 
protect the nature-cloister.114 She performs this societal convention to grant autonomy to other 
women. Ledwina’s short escapes to nature provide her with a temporary reprieve from her pain, 
and Gritta’s relocation in the forest provides the freedom to choose her fate and ensure freedom 
for others. Secondly, Ledwina and Gritta are both associated with one or more natural beings. 
Ledwina’s identification with snow flowers and forget-me-nots connect her directly with nature 
itself. Gritta’s connection to the birch tree is more complex. This association mirrors her role in 
the story as an educator of men and healer of a corrupt society. Her growth coincides with the 
death of the tree. Rather than symbolizing the death of a life, the tree’s decay symbolizes the death 
 
114 Ohm, “Introduction,” xxxiii.  
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of humans abusing nature, as the tree grew solely to provide switches with which to punish 
children.  
Both Ledwina and Gritta incorporate homeopathic ideas and therewith likely signal the 
authors’ experiences with this alternative medicine. Most obviously, both texts depict nature as a 
source of healing and do not include any mention of allopathic medicine. Gritta presents this 
literally with Wildberry’s study and use of natural remedies such as a rare flower to cure Krautia’s 
son’s blindness. In Ledwina, this healing is more metaphysical as Ledwina’s pain is eased when 
she escapes into nature. Less apparent in the texts is the application of central tenets of homeopathy 
not to medicine but to a woman’s surroundings. The dilution of society is a common theme in 
these texts. This ultimately reflects the Law of the Minimum and the Law of the Similar as society 
is what causes pain and corruption. By limiting but not eliminating its presence, these characters 
mirror the central ideas of homeopathy. More broadly, both texts examine the dynamic between 
female agency and women’s access to knowledge. Homeopathy altered the traditional dynamic of 
academic medicine that was restricted to men that regarded any healing overseen by women being 
regarded as inferior, or worse, akin to witchcraft. Gritta, in particular, features women pursuing in 
male-dominated scientific academia and gaining increased access to knowledge. The progress 
imagined in Gritta is offset by the unbroken dichotomy in Ledwina. Thus, the concepts of 
homeopathy were not limited to medical applications but were employed by female writers of the 








The letters and prose of Bettina von Arnim and Annette von Droste-Hülshoff reveal how 
homeopathy influenced women, especially writers, to negotiate agency during its rise in the 
German Romantic era. Studying their letters revealed each woman’s relationship with homeopathy 
and how their unfaithfulness to Hahnemann’s doctrine represented a claim of agency.  
Approaching their prose works with these experiences in mind granted me greater insight into each 
author’s understanding of society’s interactions with nature and women’s ability to control their 
circumstances. This two-part exploration highlighted how von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff’s 
common experiences with homeopathy informed their presentation of female agency in both 
similar and dissimilar ways in their writing. Furthermore, this thesis relates the ideas of 
homeopathy and writing to Butler’s theory of performativity. I highlight how these women 
depicted the performance of identity in their writing and demonstrated it in their own lives as they 
became members of a new category of credible female healers.   
Scholars have published relatively little on Ledwina or Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta 
von Rattenzuhausebeiuns. This is likely because neither work was published in its completed form 
until the second half of the twentieth century. However, each text contains a rich variety of themes 
to explore. Future work on Ledwina could focus on nature’s dual capabilities for healing and 
destruction or the role of death with an in-depth analysis of Ledwina’s macabre dreams. Das Leben 
der Hochgräfin Gritta von Rattenzuhausebeiuns can be approached from half a dozen angles 
ranging from political satire to a critique of the treatment of children in the nineteenth century. 
These two examples have been briefly addressed in the literature but aspects of the novel like 
man’s preoccupation with machinery have yet to be explored. My analysis of female agency 
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merely scratches the surface of what von Arnim and von Droste-Hülshoff’s underappreciated gems 
have to offer.  
Like Ledwina and Das Leben der Hochgräfin Gritta von Rattenzuhausebeiuns, the modern 
era has more to gain from homeopathy. While homeopathy is largely dismissed by today’s medical 
world as pseudoscience, Hahnemann’s revolutionary alternative to mainstream medicine offered 
invaluable contributions to the field. For the first time, patients had the opportunity to actively 
participate in their treatment. They could articulate their concerns and symptoms in their own 
words which propelled the patient-physician dynamic much closer to the collaborative nature that 
doctors strive to achieve today. As I demonstrated, homeopathy was also critical for women’s 
eventual entry into academic medicine. After centuries of exclusion from scientific knowledge, 
women were now encouraged to educate themselves on a medical topic. By accessing this 
knowledge and sharing it with family and friends, women gained credibility as healers, bringing 
them a step away from being labeled “witches” and towards taking their rightful place alongside 
men as physicians. Furthermore, although Hahnemann’s remedies have no scientific support, the 
father of homeopathy’s search for an alternative to heavy drugs may be worth a second thought 
amidst the escalating opioid epidemic. Also, Hahnemann’s insistence on thorough communication 
with patients and the individuality of illness parallels the current push for personalized medicine. 
Therefore, contemplating these overarching ideas of homeopathy can better inform us of both the 
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